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ABSTRACT

Despite her strong connection to feminism, Ellen Glasgow has been
strangely neglected by feminist critics. Dorinda Oakley, her heroine in
Barren Ground, would most seem to warrant these critics1 attention.
Dorinda’s reversal of sexual roles shows persuasively that women can suc-4
cessfully assume characteristics typically reserved for men. Dorinda’s
story is therefore at least on one level a reevaluation of traditional
sexual roles.
In two 1913 essays, Glasgow attacked traditional views of women and
called for a more equitable appraisal of feminine possibilities. Identi
fying the stereotypical traits of the "Womanly Woman" (i.e., passivity, sub
missiveness, self-sacrifice, capriciousness, dependence on the male and
obsession with love), Glasgow urged women to reject societal imposition of
these stereotypes in order to achieve "liberation of personality." Charac
ters in two subsequent novels, Virginia and Life and Gabrielia, illustrate
this process of rejection and liberation. Susan Treadwell Pendleton is the
liberated woman in embryonic form; Gabriella Carr is her full-grown sister.
Dorinda Oakley represents a further development of these earlier figures.
Dorinda’s role reversal begins at age twenty when she is betrayed by
Jason Greylock, her lover. Before this she had remained squarely within .
the role of the feminine adolescent; afterward, however, she assumes an in
creasingly masculine role. She spends two years in New York and then re
turns home to implement her plan of saving the family farm. Her success in
this venture is accomplished largely through the traditionally masculine
traits of initiative, assertiveness, and self-reliance. Her relationship
with the land becomes an important measure of this reversal.
Dorinda’s reversal of roles presents some interesting problems as well.
The traumatic event which leads to the reversal also produces a strong aver
sion to romantic and sexual love, making Dorinda, in a sense, abnormal. The
retreat from love is underscored in the New York episode and remains rela
tively unchanged throughout the remainder of the novel. Yet the more posi
tive effects of Dorinda's rejection of a feminine role for a masculine one
are still apparent. She achieves independence, self-sacrifice, and content
ment— all by utilizing traits which have normally been suppressed in women.
While her contribution to feminists may indeed be a limited one, it is a
contribution nonetheless.
BENJAMIN V. MADISON III
DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH
THE COLLEGE OF WILLIAM AND MARY IN VIRGINIA

Role Reversal in Barren Ground

In a recent article surveying a half century of criticism on Ellen
Glasgow's Barren Ground (1925), Judith B. Wittenberg laments the conspi
cuous lack of attention accorded Glasgow by the feminist critics of the
past decade.

As she says of the author in general and of Barren Ground in

particular, "The well-known feminist critics have said barely a word about
Ellen Glasgow or about her rebellious female protagonist [Dorinda Oakley]
who refuses to submit to cultural expectations and triumphs financially in
a man's w o r l d . W i t t e n b e r g ' s point is well-taken.

One would certainly

expect more attention to have been given to an author with such unshakable
feminist credentials as those of Ellen Glasgow and to a work with such an
ostensibly feminist theme as Barren Ground.
Glasgow's involvement with feminism began in 1909 when she helped to
form the Equal Suffrage League of Virginia.
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Yet, as Dorothy M. Scura

observes, "her ideas on feminism were always philosophical rather than
political. . . . "
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On two occasions in 1913 she cogently articulated her

philosophical stance on the subject.

Recognizing equal suffrage as a goal

of the feminist movement, Glasgow preferred, however, to minimize its longrange contribution to the emancipation of women..

As she says in an inter

view with the New York Times,

'Now here we have been talking of suffrage for dear
knows how long, when the really important thing to
talk about is the feminist movement as a whole. I
think that the ballot itself is a very small and unim
portant factor in the whole movement to emancipate
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women, and I imagine that many, many women agree with
me. It is the splendid growth of the whole world in
its attitude toward women that is the beauty and the
glory of our century.

For Glasgow suffrage was part— but not part and parcel— of the femin
ist movement.

Beyond this single political objective, she foresaw deeper

and more far-reaching rewards for the truly liberated woman.

The end that

she desired was one in which women would be free to develop and grow as
self-sufficient beings, unhindered by social limitations:

’I have never understood why the world should be so
unwilling :to release women. :Their development and
their increasing facility in self-expression can only
be beneficial. But it has taken us a mighty long
time to establish this. Everything else in the world
has traveled forward, and even inanimate things have
undergone an enormous change for the better, every
hundred years or so; but women— they were supposed to
remain static and undeveloped, and it has been the
inspirational fact of centuries that finally they
should refuse to stagnate any l o n g e r . ’5

When in November of the same year Glasgow wrote an article for the book
review section of the New York Times, she was more explicit in her defini
tion of feminism:

"For what we call the woman's movement is a revolt from

the pretense of being— it is at its best and worst a struggle for the
liberation of personality."
In this second treatment of feminism, Glasgow inspected at length the
myth of the "Womanly Woman"— a myth perpetuated by almost two centuries of
male novelists.

Her comments concerning the stereotypical view of women

that had been promulgated by the cult of the "eternal feminine" provide a
cl ear definition of the obstacles she saw confronting the feminist movement.
She says, for example,
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. . . until the day of George Meredith, English novelists,
though they often wrote of men and things as they were,
invariably treated woman as if she were the solitary ex
ception to natural law, and particularly to the law of
development. Fielding, Thackeray, Dickens, and a host of
others prepared their womanly woman after the same recipe
— modesty, goodness, self-sacrifice, an inordinate ca
pacity for forgiveness, Tabout as much religion as William
likes,’ and, now and then, a little vivacity— all suffi
ciently diluted'to make the mixture palatable to the
opposite sex. And in time, after the manner of mankind,
this formula received the sanction of custom. . . . Even
Fielding, who feared nothing else on earth, lived in
terror of offending against the popular legend of the
womanly woman, and was oppressed by the curious delusion
that woman is made of different clay from man— that,
while he progresses, she, corresponding to some fixed
ideal of her, remains static.^

Another stereotype exposed by Glasgow was the assumption that love and
devotion to the opposite sex constitutes the whole of a woman’s existence:

For before Meredith’s splendid heroines appeared, when
English novelists portrayed woman in heroic dimensions,
it was invariably in dimensions of sex. She lived for
man, and at long intervals she even disguised her sex and
wore m a n ’s clothes for man— but the beginning, middle and
end of her existence was simply man. Without the prop of
man she was as helplessly ineffectual as the ’tender para
site’ to which Thackeray compared her. And with the
sacred inconsistency possible only to tradition, she was
represented as passive even in the single activity to
which her energies were directed— for in love, as in all
else, she was supposed to sit with smiling patience and
wait on the convenience of man. When she grew restless
it proved merely that she was not the womanly woman— since
to grow restless in the opinion of most novelists is the
exclusive prerogative of man.^

Even Meredith and Hardy, who, according to Glasgow, were fairer to women
than any previous novelists, came in for a bit of censure:

And even here the ancient tradition is not completely dis
carded, and these great writers [Meredith and Hardy],
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unlike in so much else, are alike at least in this— that
they both appear, in many of their books, if not in all,
to regard caprice as the ruling principle of woman’s
nature

When Glasgow refers to feminism as "a revolt from the pretense of
being” and ”a struggle for the liberation of personality,” then, she is
essentially speaking of a rejection of the stereotypes enumerated above.
Feminism is, in this sense, a revolt from the pretense of being the
"Womanly Woman," a refusal to accept passivity, submissiveness, selfsacrifice, capriciousness, dependence on the male, and obsession with love
as one’s lot in life.

It is, likewise, a struggle for the liberation of

personality from the stultifying effects of these stereotypes, an accept
ance of new and different modes of behavior which allow woman to grow
freely as an independent being.

In Dorinda Oakley of Barren Ground, we

see such a revolt and liberation.

Through a reversal of sexual roles, she

escapes the limitations that society would impose upon her simply for
being awoman.

That is to say, by rejecting a feminine role for amascu

line oneshe is afforded a "liberation of personality"; she prospers

in

her new role to the extent that by the novel's end she may be considered
a success, albeit a qualified one.

That is not to say, however, that there

are no problems involved with Dorinda's role reversal, for I believe that
there are some.

These problems, in fact, may account for the conspicuous

lack of attention from the feminist critics.

Dorinda’s complexity resists

easy analysis, and some of the effects which accompany her reversal of
roles are admittedly rather disturbing.

Her story, nevertheless, should

have meaning and significance for feminists.

By successfully assuming a

masculine role, Dorinda at once rejects the stereotypical traits associated
with the "Womanly Woman" and provides an example of "liberation of
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personality."

In this respect, at least, she represents a challenge to

traditional sexual roles.
Before we take up an examination of role reversal in Barren Ground,
it is relevant to briefly explore two novels which preceded it; each con
tributes to our fuller understanding of the feminist overtones in the
later novel and, consequently, sheds light on Dorinda’s role reversal.
Glasgow published Virginia in 1913, the same year as her two statements on
feminism.

The novel is in essence a successful translation of the views

expressed in these statements into artistic form.

The heroine, Virginia

Pendleton Treadwell, is Glasgow’s version of the "Womanly Woman."
portrayed as "the feminine ideal of the ages.

She is

To look at her was to think

inevitably of love. For that end, obedient to the powers of Life, the
centuries had formed and coloured her. . . .

Passive, beautiful, de

pendent on the male— Virginia embodies all that men have traditionally
desired in a woman.

She appeals to one of the young men in the book in

the following way:

To have her always gentle, always passive, never reaching
out her hand, never descending to his level, but sitting
forever aloof and colourless, waiting eternally, patient,
beautiful, and unwearied, to crown the victory— this was
what the conquering male in him demanded. . . . How per
fectly her face expressed the goodness and gentleness of
her soul! What a companion she would make to a man!
What a lover! What a wife! Always soft, exquisite,
tender, womanly to the inmost fibre of her being, and
perfect in unselfishness as all womanly women are
(158-60).

Furthermore, Virginia is conditioned to forsake all other interests for
love while allowing her fiance, Oliver, to engage in as many as he likes:
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. . . so perfectly did she conform in spirit to the classic
ideal of her sex, her imagination ecstatically pictured her
in the immemorial attitude of woman. . . . And it seemed
to her divinely right that, while he [Oliver] should have
a hundred absorbing interests in his life, her whole ex
istence should perpetually circle around this single centre
of thought (204-05).

The price that Virginia ultimately pays for such sacrifice is her
happiness.

After marrying Oliver, her beauty soon fades from the rigors of

raising a family; and as soon as her function as mother is completed she
becomes superfluous.

Oliver, spurred on by success as a playwright, be

comes increasingly uninterested in his wife as a companion and, as a
result, leaves her fbr another, more worldly, woman.

In the outcome, Vir

ginia is left alone and helpless, a martyred victim of the cultural
stereotype of the "Womanly Woman."

At one point, as her marital relation

ship worsens, Virginia comes to the tragic realization of the inadequacy
of love as the sole focus of life:

"Love, which had seemed to her to solve

all problems and to smooth all difficulties, was helpless to enlighten her.
It was not love— it was something else that she needed now, and of this
something else she knew not even as much as the name" (288).
Set in contrast to Virginia is her best friend, Susan Treadwell Pen
dleton.

Unlike Virginia, Susan escapes the trap of the culturally defined

role to become a precursor of the liberated woman:

"Amid the cramping

customs of the period [late Victorian] she moved large, free, and simple,
as though she walked already in the purer and more bracing air of the
future" (104).

Dominance and

corcefulness, instead of passivity and de

pendence, are the hallmarks of Susan*s strong character.

As Glasgow

describes her relationship to Virginia, "The stronger of the two, she
dominated the other, as she dominated’ every person or situation in life,
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not by charm, but by the force of an energetic and capable mind" (6).
And although Susan’s forcefulness is not sufficient to convince her father
in the matter of sending her to college, ten years later she wins a be
lated victory by ignoring his right to refuse her marriage.

The father's

reaction to her victory is revealing:

She had won her
point, and strange
to say, she hadpleased
him rather than
otherwise. . . . It was impossible not to
feel proud of her as she towered there above him with her
superb body, as fine and supple as the body of a race
horse, and her splendid courage that made him wish while
he looked at her that she, instead
of James [his son],
had been born a
male. She was not
pretty— she hadnever
been pretty— but he realized for the first time that
there might be something better even for a woman than
beauty (364).

Because of her strength of mind and character, because of her unwilling
ness to stake her life on a single emotion, Susan prospers.

At the novel’s

end, while Virginia’s life is all but over, hers is in its prime.
Glasgow's next novel, Life and Gabriella:

The Story of a Woman's

Courage, was published three years after Virginia as, to borrow the author's
own description, "a companion study to [the] previous n o v e l . I t s

hero

ine, Gabriella Carr, represents a further development of the figure of the
liberated woman which had been prefigured in Susan Pendleton Treadwell of
Virginia.

As Glasgow explains the difference of focus between the two

novels,

Virginia . . . portrayed woman as an ideal conforming to
Victorian tradition. The present work is concerned with
woman as a reality; and it is concerned, too, with the
complete and final departure from that great tradition.
Although Gabriella lived only a decade later than Vir
ginia, a whole era of change and action, one of the
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memorable epochs in history, separated the two women.
The younger woman, a character of native energy and in
dependence, blessed with a dynamic philosophy and a quick
relish for the immediate, was, in a measure at least, the
symbol of an advancing economic o r d e r .

Life and Gabriella is, as its subtitle and Glasgow's comments suggest,
the story of a woman's success as achieved through hard work and determi
nation.,

And, like many novels of the Horatio Alger variety, it can be at

times both tedious and didactic.

The novel's treatment of sexual roles

is, however, both interesting and illuminating.

In the characterization

of Gabriella, her New Woman— or, better yet, her Unwomanly Woman— Glasgow
uses techniques that she will later use again in the development of Dorinda
Oakley of Barren Ground.

Gabriella, like her counterpart in the later

novel, learns that the requisites for successful independence in a compe
titive society are traits and modes of behavior which have normally been
reserved for the male sex.

Consequently, she, like Dorinda, abandons a

traditionally feminine role for a more conventionally masculine one.
Early in the novel Glasgow prepares us for such a reversal of roles
by emphasizing her heroine's potential for such action.

First she has

Gabriella state rebelliously to the relatives who would have her continue
with traditionally feminine jobs like sewing and crocheting, '"I'd rather
die than be dependent all my life, and I'm going to earn my living if I
have to break rocks to do it.’"
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Then, soon after this assertion, Glas

gow suggests even more explicitly her heroine’s latent capacity for mascu
line endeavor.

Gazing at her reflection in a mirror, Gabriella sees her

self in more than merely feminine terms:

Beneath the charm of the face . . . [and] beneath the
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fine, clear lines of her head and limbs, the tall slender
ness of her figure, the look of swiftness and of energy,
which was almost birdlike in its grace and poise, there
was a strength and vigor which suggested a. gallant boy
rather than the slighter and softer frame of a^ girl (31,
italics added).

Gabriella's unconscious admission of her own potential masculinity is
subsequently externalized when she lives up to her promise of selfsufficiency and begins work in a popular Richmond drygoods store^

Al

though it is not quite so demanding as breaking rocks, her work in the
store affords her the opportunity to display the typically "masculine"
qualities of tenacity, initiative, and practicality which will later
win her uncompromised business success.
Yet by quitting her job in less than a year and moving to New York
to become the wife of George Fowler, Gabriella shows that she has not en
tirely escaped traditional attitudesztoward sexual roles.

Indeed, during

her engagement and a brief portion of her marriage she comes even to re
semble a "Womanly Woman."

She resigns herself to a position of passivity

and dependence and begins to view love in dangerously exclusive terms.
one point, for example, she muses to herself:
thing but love in my life.
else'" (124).

At

"'I shall never want any

If I have George I shall never want anything

After only a few months of married life, however, Gabriella

realizes the inadequacy of a relationship based on unequal terms.

As her

libertine husband makes life increasingly unbearable for her, she again
shows herself capable of assuming masculine qualities.
sivity and acquiescence as a solution to her plight:

She rejects pas
"She despised

people who resigned themselves to necessity, as if resignation were a
virtue instead of a vice" (181).
tion, but of reason" (183).

She prays for "the strength not of emo

And she recognizes that, although in a
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difficult situation, she is not without the strength of character to de
termine her own actions:

At the moment she knew that she was helpless, but deep
down within her she felt that this helplessness would
not last— that the wings of her soul were still strong,
still free, still untouched by the shame her body had
suffered. With a single effort she could break the
net of passion and escape into the wonderful world
which surrounded her (180).

The lesson that Gabriella learns is exactly the one that Virginia was
incapable of grasping:

" ’Marriage isn’t made for love.

it was— but it isn’t— ’" (239).

I used to think

More particularly, she encounters the

sterility of a relationship based solely on the sex emotion:

She had seen the sordid and ugly sides of sex; and she
felt now a profound disgust for.the emotion which drew
men and women together— for the light in the eyes, the
touch of the lips, the clinging of the hands. Once she
had idealized these things as love itself; now the very
memory of them filled her with repulsion. She still
wanted love, but a love so pure, so disembodied, so
ethereal that it was liberated from the dominion of
flesh (247).

While Gabriella may here be accused of reacting in extremes, her response
to physical love is an important one, for indeed it is a response that we
will meet again— albeit in a different context— in Dorinda Oakley.

In

her yearning for platonic, rather than physical, love, Gabriella is in
effect asking for a reappraisal of woman’s function in society; she de
mands consideration as more than merely a wife, a lover, or a sexual
partner.

She is asking, in other words, for appreciation of her value as

an independent being with more to offer than merely her body.
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Freed from her marriage when George abandons her for another woman
but left in the unenviable position of having to support two small chil
dren without an income, Gabriella once more turns to the business world
for her salvation.

Relying on the masculine traits which had earlier

aided her success at the drygoods store in Richmond, she again proves
herself capable of self-sufficiency by working as a saleswoman in a wellknown New York fashion house.

Through her native intelligence, efficiency,

and determination, she gradually makes herself indispensable to the estab
lishment.

Ten years after this critical point in her life, she thus

accounts for her uncanny ability to succeed:

. . . she had worked harder than a man . . . for she had
worked from dawn until midnight; but into her hard life
she had instilled a quality of soul which enabled her to
endure the strain without breaking.
'No life is so hard
that you can’t make it easier by the way you take it,’
she had said to herself in the beginning; and remember
ing always that courage is one of the eternal virtues,
she had disciplined her mind as well as her body, to
firmness and elasticity of fibre.
’Nobody, except my
self, is ever going to make me happy,' she would repeat
over and over again when the day was wearying and the
work was heavy.
’I want to be happy, but it depends on
myself' (334).

The heroic strength, the stoic optimism, the fiery independence—
Gabriella's "liberation of personality" is achieved through characteristics
which foretell exactly those that will bring about a similar liberation in
Dorinda Oakley.

And, like Dorinda's, Gabriella’s struggle is not always

upward and onward.

There are moments of ambivalence and severe depression

-— "a sodden sense of loss, of emptiness, of defeat" (365).

In the spring

of her thirty-sixth year, she is visited by a particularly bitter moment
of regret:
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For years she had been so tranquil, and now suddenly, at
the flitting touch of the spirit of spring, she knew
that youth was slipping, slipping, and that with youth
went romance, enchantment, adventure. It was slipping
from her, and she had never really held it. She had had
only the second-rate; she had missed the best always—
the best of life, the best of love, the best of endeavor
and achievement. . . . From somewhere, from the past or
the present, from the dream or the actuality, her young
illusions and her young longings rushed over her, driven
by the fragrance of the lilacs, which was stinging her
blood into revolt. Only an instant the revolt lasted,
but in that instant of vision, nothing mattered in life
except romance, enchantment, adventure (367).

A year later Gabriella feels that she is "getting old-maidish" from " ’lead
ing a one-sided life.’"

" ’Yes, I am getting into a groove,'" she con

cludes (385).
In the end, Gabriella escapes from the groove through her relation
ship to O ’Hara, a self-made man who might well be considered Gabriella’s
counterpart as "the symbol of an advancing economic order."

Initially,

O'Hara’s very masculinity provokes hostility from Gabriella, but as they
become better acquainted hostility is soon transformed into tolerance,
acceptance, and finally love.

In Gabriella's feeling for O ’Hara, sexual

attraction plays a subdued role.

As she reflects after their first seri

ous conversation together, "O’Hara had moved her, not as a man, but as a
force— a force as impersonal

as the wind or the sea . . ." (420).

And,

later, she comments to herself, " ’It was so easy to be candid and sincere
when there was no question of sentiment . . . "

(463).

But what ultimately

wins her over is O ’Hara’s willingness to accept her not as a passive de
pendent upon his means, but as

an independent partner in

Turning to Barren Ground,

we are confronted with an

marriage.
even morepro

nounced case of role reversal.The masculine characteristics which are
suggested in Susan Pendleton Treadwell and emphasized

in

GabriellaCarr
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are taken a step further in the figure of Dorinda Oakley.

And yet her

story begins not with a manly woman, but with a very feminine adolescent.
Though there are hints of a mannish appearance— for instance, the narrator
more than once calls attention to her thick-set eyebrows and stern features, and other characters note her unnaturally large build
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■— Dorinda

remains firmly in a feminine role throughout most of the novel's first
section.

The initial description of her subjective life, given as she

stands at Pedlar's Mill wistfully watching the train pass, might apply to
the heroine of any fictional romance:

Her nature, starved for emotional realities, and nour
ished on the gossamer substance of literature, found its
only escape in the fabrication of dreams. . . . At
twenty, her imagination was enkindled by the ardour that
makes a woman fall in love with a religion or an idea.
Some day, so ran the bright thread of her dream, the
moving train would stop, and the eyes that had flashed
into hers and passed by would look again. Then the
stranger who was not a stranger would say, 'I knew your
face among a thousand, and I came back to find you.'
And the train would rush on with them into the something
different beyond the misty edge of the horizon (12).

Stereotypically, she is the young girl seeking romance, the damsel looking
for that certain stranger to change her life.

When, soon after this,

Dorinda's dream becomes a reality and she meets her "stranger who was not
a stranger" (actually an old schoolmate), she takes on an even more
stereotypical role— the young woman in love.
The first section of the novel treats the duration of Dorinda's love
affair with Jason Greylock; not until the dramatic falling-out between the
two do we witness any noticeable role-reversal.

Throughout the greater

part of this section, in fact, Dorinda remains squarely in the role of the
enamored adolescent girl.

Her emotions range from the animated rapture of
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first love (12-13, 22, 52, 58, 87, 90-91)— with its corollary dumbfounded
reticence (29-35, 63, 109)— to the sharp pangs of jealousy (70-71, 101).
She shows many of the characteristics usually attributed to the girl in
love; flightiness (seen especially in her imprudent purchase of the blue
dress with the money she was saving to assist her father [68-72, 81-82]),
a propensity to dwell on the words and features of her lover (36, 67-68),
submission to and dependence on the male (27, 40, 92, 142), and a willing
ness to view love as the be-all. and end^all, of life:
citedly at one point, ’’Love!

Dorinda thinks ex

That was the end of all striving for her

healthy nerves, her vigorous youth, the crown and fulfillment of life!"
(58-59).

Furthermore, in more than one instance the narrator calls atten

tion to Dorinda’s intuitive powers (13, 128)— powers which are tradition
ally considered feminine.

And, as if to leave no doubt about her heroine’s

situation, Glasgow underscores the fact that sheis acting according to
the pull

of sexual attraction(28, 69, 107).

Dorinda’s relationship to nature also reflects her role in the first
section of the novel.

At times she is threatened by something vaguely

menacing in the landscape (38, 57-58).

(Glasgow introduces this motif in

an opening description of the landscape surrounding Pedlar's Mill which
echoes unmistakably Thomas Hardy’s opening description of Egdon Heath in
The Return of the Native.)^

However, in most instances Dorinda maintains

a marked rapport with her environment (52, 64, 128); indeed, at times she
is so attuned to her surroundings that she and they become inseparable:

The austere horizon, flat and impenetrable beneath the
threatening look of the sky; the brown and yellow splashes
of the woods in the October landscape; the furtive wind
ings and recoils of the sunken road; the perturbed murmur
and movement of broomsedge, so like the restless inlets
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of an invisible sea,— all these external objects lost
their inanimate character and became as personal, re
served, and inscrutable as her own mind. So sensitive
were her perceptions, while she walked there alone, that
the wall dividing her individual consciousness from the
consciousness of nature vanished with the thin drift of
woodsmoke over the fields (133-34).

This sympathetic communion with nature is another quality which establishes
Dorinda in a feminine role.

The adolescent girl, as Simone de Beauvoir has

observed,

will devote a special love to Nature: still more than
the adolescent boy, she worships it. Unconquered, in
human, Nature subsumes most clearly the totality of what
exists. The adolescent girl has not as yet acquired for
her use any portion of the universal: hence it is her
kingdom as a whole; when she takes possession of it, she
also proudly takes possession of herself.^

And, as Annis Pratt has shown in her penetrating comparison of the female
and male Bildungsroman of modern fiction, naturistic epiphanies such as
those of Dorinda Oakley cited above are far more typical of the adolescent
heroine than of the adolescent hero.

Significantly, Dorinda’s rapport

with nature ebbs almost immediately after Jason’s jilting her; she finds
"that the landscape had lost its colour" and that she can no longer endure
the "smiling October serenity" (176, 180).

Though this rapport is ulti

mately regained— most notably at the novel’s end— it is a very different
kind of reconciliation with her environment that Dorinda achieves in the
final two sections of the book, and, therefore, we must postpone its con
sideration until later in my essay.
The events surrounding Dorinda’s break-up with Jason reveal the first
hints of a role-reversal that is to become increasingly pronounced
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throughout the remainder of the novel.

Sitting in the dripping copse

where but a moment before she had watched Jason drive by with his new
wife, Geneva Ellgood, Dorinda suffers a brief, benumbing collapse and,
then, " . . .

while life fought its way into her, something else went out

of her for ever— youth, hope, love— and the going was agony" (159).
Glasgow is alerting us here that her heroine’s adolescence is now over,
that henceforth she will be assuming a new role.

And so she does.

That

night, in a fit of jealous revenge, Dorinda narrowly misses shooting Jason
with his own gun (166-67)— an act whose Fruedian implications cannot be
overlooked.
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In taking up the gun, a phallic symbol, Dorinda also takes

on a masculine role.-

She is no longer weak and subservient; she is at

once both strong and dominant, involved in an act of quintessential ag
gression.

Yet, as Glasgow describes her standing in front, of the terri

fied Jason after dropping the gun at her feet, "with the fury of a strong
nature toward a weak one that has triumphed over it, she longed to destroy
him and she knew that she was helpless" (169).

It would seem, however,

that Dorinda is not kept from outright murder by any feminine weakness of
resolution.

A more likely answer is that her "incurably Presbyterian"

conscience holds her back (98).
On the morning after the attempted murder of her betrayer (whose baby
she is now carrying), Dorinda begins to rely on fortitude, rather than ven
geance, to withstand the anguish of her situation.
however, the fortitude, of withdrawal.

Dorinda’s fortitude is,

Reminiscing over the past few months,

she concludes,

The world in which she had surrendered her being to love
— that world of spring meadows and pure skies— had re
ceded from her so utterly that she could barely remember
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its outlines. By no effort of the imagination could she
recapture the ecstasy. Colours, sounds, scents she
could recall . . . but she could not revive a single
wave, a single faint quiver, of emotion. Never would it
come back again. The area of feeling within her soul
was parched and blackened, like an abandoned field af
ter the broomsedge is destroyed. Other things might
put forth; but never again that wild beauty (173).

Though Dorinda’s conclusion is, we soon find, simply not true (only one
page later we observe the "familiar vibrations" of her emotions evoked
by an image of Jason as she first knew him), it is important nonetheless
because she believes it to be true or, more precisely, because she wishes
it were true.

Throughout the remainder of the novel, Dorinda repeatedly

attempts to convince herself of something similar:

that she is incapable

of emotion, that she is finished with love and sexual passion, or, as she
later puts it herself, "[she is] through with all that" (237).

And in many

instances, as if to bolster her resolution, she thinks something similar
to the following:

"The vein of iron in her nature would never bend, would

never break, would never melt in any furnace" (174).

But we are never en

tirely convinced of Dorinda’s emotional invulnerability, for inevitably a
memory of Jason returns to reawaken some dormant feeling.

As Frederick

P. W. McDowell remarks, "By brooding over her lost ecstasy in spite of her
steadfast determination to forget love, Dorinda tacitly concedes its per
vasive power; and by her very aversion to sexual emotion, she tacitly
acknowledges its force."
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As we see, there is more than a bit of dramatic

irony in the story of Dorinda Oakley.

Yet what is important for our pur

poses is not that Dorinda ultimately fails to achieve emotional inviola
bility , but rather that her necessary compulsion to do so leads her to an
unequivocable reversal of roles— whether she realizes it or not.
The segment of the novel set in New York depicts an increasing
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withdrawal of the feminine aspects in Dorinda’s character, preparatory to
the masculine role that she will assume after returning to Pedlar’s Mill.
Subsequent to being hit by a cab and suffering a miscarriage-— a very con
venient miscarriage, I might add— Dorinda falls, not surprisingly, into
an unparalleled emotional depression.

She finds herself, after regaining

consciousness in the hospital, absolutely blank, incapable of expressing
emotion (220, 222-23); and, soon after this, while being assisted down
Fifth Avenue following her discharge, she thinks, V” I ’m dried up at the
core. . . . I ’m no better than a dead tree walking’”:(226).

Even though,

as I have suggested, such assertions do not assure Dorinda emotional im
munity, they are a reliable indicator of her increased retreat from any
thing associated with her love for Jason.

When, two years’ later, we find

her working in the office of the doctor who had saved her life, it is soon
apparent that her retreat has developed into an outright neurosis.

As

Doctor Faraday tells her after she explains rather petulantly that she is
uninterested in his partner, Richard Burch, because she had

finished

with all that sort of thing,” '

’Some women,’ he said, 'are affected that way
by a shock.’
'You mean by a blow on the head?'
’No, I don't mean by a physical blow. I mean
an emotional shock. Such a thing may produce a nervous
revulsion.'
’Well, that has happened to m e ’ (237).

Dorinda’s subsequent responses to Doctor Burch’s advances confirm her
aversion to love and sexual intimacy (249-52).
making, she is rejecting her classic role:

In the language of love-

not only will she not seek to

attract the male, she will, in very unfeminine fashion, repel him.

At the same time that Dorinda rejects male companionship as her means
to fulfillment, she finds another alternative.

After attending a symphony

which had prompted in her a reawakening to life, she experiences a vision
— a vision, significantly, of the land from which she had come:

She saw it with an intensity, an eagerness that was breath
less;— the fields, the road, the white gate, the long low
house, the lamp shining in the front window.
For the first
time she could think of Old Farm without invoking the image
of Jason. . . . Passion stirred again in her heart; but it
was passion transfigured, recoiling from the personal to the
impersonal object (244, italics added) .

The dream that Dorinda has that same night further suggests -a redirection
of her thoughts into more unconventional channels.

In her dream, Dorinda

envisions herself back at Pedlar’s Mill plowing an abandoned field.

After

finishing a furrow, her two horses Dan and Beersheba turn to her and speak

’You'll never get this done if you plough a hundred years,’
they said, 'because there is nothing here but thistles,
and you can't plough thistles under.’ Then she looked
round her and saw that they were right. As far as she
could see, on every side, the field was filled with
prickly purple thistles, and every thistle was wearing
the face of Jason. A million thistles, and every thistle
looked up at her with the eyes of Jason!
She turned the
plough where they grew thickest, trampling them down, up
rooting them, ploughing them under with all her strength;
but always when they went into the soil, they cropped up
again. Millions of purple flaunting heads! Millions of
faces!
They sprang,up everywhere; in the deep furrow
that the plough had cut; in the dun-coloured clods of
the upturned earth; under the feet of the horses; under
her own feet, springing back as if they were set on wire
stems, as soon as she had crushed them into the ground.
'I am going to plough them under if it kills m e , ’ she
said aloud; and then she awoke (244-45).

This passage is remarkable for the number of recurrent motifs that it
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unites into a richly symbolic nightmare; particularly noteworthy are its
implications for role reversal.

The image of Dorinda plowing under the

Jason-faced thistles combines, as Julius Rowan Raper has noted in his
exhaustive Freudian reading of this dream, both the role reversal and the
revenge motifs:

"Larger than the prickly thistles is the plow Dorinda

employs, a dream act showing that in her depths she is psychologically
prepared to turn herself into a superman to get her revenge."
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The act

of plowing the thistles under may also represent, in the indirect language
of dream symbols, a rejection of her feminine function of reproduction.
To quote Raper again:

"Because the thistles are masculine, ubiquitous,

and earth rooted, Do-rinda's retaliation- entails an ultimate assault upon
fertility.

At this hidden level of associations, her revenge is castrating,

genocidal, and antichtonic."
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ever, is somewhat misleading.

One element in this dream sequence, how
The land as it appears here is wholly inimi

cal; yet, as we see in Dorinda’s gradual reclamation of the land after her
return to Pedlar's Mill, it represents not only an adversary but also a
friend— indeed, a lover.
DorindaTs reversal of sexual roles becomes increasingly apparent upon
her return from New York.

Almost immediately after stepping off the train

at Pedlar’s Mill, she exhibits qualities that would traditionally be deemed
masculine.

The narrator describes her as "cool, composed,, and competent,

the picture of dignified self-reliance"; and her brother Rufus, struck by
the fresh assertiveness in his sister's tonej comments, " ’You've come back
as if you could run the world, Dorinda'" (258, 260).

Yet it is only when

she proceeds to implement her scheme of reclaiming the family farm that
Dorinda's new-found competence and efficiency find concrete expression.
This one interest comes to absorb her so totally that, unlike the younger,
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more feminine Dorinda who dreaded talk.of farming (31), it is now all
that she will discuss:

Her mind was filled with her new vocation, and just as in
the earlier period she had ears for any one who would speak
to her of Jason, so she listened now to whoever displayed
the time and the inclination to talk of Old Farm (275).

When, soon after, Dorinda and a nearby farmer are doing just this— talking
of farming— what gratifies her most about the conversation is the way he
admires her "as if she had been a man" (292).

What is more, Dorinda not

only begins to behave like a man at this point, she begins to look like
one as well.

Rufus' used'overalls soon become her habitual attire (303,

310, 316, 317, 328, 347); and it is not long before the rigors of farm
life have also had their effect uponher appearance:

"She was thinner

than ever; her muscles.*were hard andelastic; the color of

her skin was

burned to a pale amber; and the curves of her rich mouth were firmer and
less appealingly feminine" (312).
As her prosperity increases, Dorinda becomes more firmly entrenched
in a masculine role.

She makes work her

religion ("Hearts might be broken,

men might live or die, but the cows must be milked" [316]) and independence
her standard ("There's something deep down in me that I value more than
love or happiness or anything outside myself.
it comes first of all" [325]).

It may be only pride, but

She shows a distinct lack of sentimentality.

After witnessing her mother sacrifice a lifelong religious conviction to
save her shiftless son, Dorinda reflects,

'I'm not like that. . . .
I couldn't have done it.'
At the bottom of her heart, in spite of her kinship to
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Rufus, there was an outraged sense, not so much of
justice, as of economy. . . .
She was shocked; she was
unsympathetic; she was curiously exasperated. Her
mother's attitude to Rufus impressed her as sentimental
rather than unselfish; and she saw in this painful oc
currence merely one of the first fruits of that long
weakness. Since she had been brought so close to rea
lity she had had less patience with evasive idealism
(324-25).

Unconsciously, Dorinda even begins to think of herself as a man.

At one

point, in a conversation with Fluvanna (the Negro woman who becomes
Dorinda's sole companion for about ten years after Mrs. Oakley’s death),
she inadvertently refers to herself as a "widower" rather than a "widow"
(355).

And, later, after she and her new husband Nathan have bought the

recently mortgaged Five Oaks at auction, Dorinda makes a similar uncon
scious slip.

While Nathan closes the deal with the dispossessed Jason,

Dorinda looks down on her betrayer and thinks victoriously, "In the matter
of sex, he had won; matched merely as human beings, as man to man, she
knew that she was the stronger" (401, italics added).

(The irony implicit

in a situation in which the jilted woman, through her own initiative, takes
over as taxpayer and owner of her betrayer's land only serves to accentuate
the self-evident reversal of roles.)

Moreover, when Dorinda finally sub

mits to marriage it is, significantly, to a man who admits his subser
vience— a man who is, as she reflects in one instance, "almost emasculate
in his unselfishness" (366, 372).
Nor does Glasgow fail to include more objectionable qualities in the
masculinization of her heroine.

Dorinda's treatment of men, especially

the good-hearted Nathan, has at times such a smug and business-like air
about it that one can hardly help finding it offensive.

Soon after her re

turn to Pedlar's Mill, Dorinda decides that Nathan's rusticity did not
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irritate her because "utility, not punctilio, was what she required of
men at this turning-point in her career" (290).

Later, when she decides

to marry this very same rustic it is on the rather unorthodox— albeit not
inexplicable— stipulation that there won't be "any lovemaking" (373).
Following her marriage, Dorinda is no less overbearing.

As trivial a

matter as Nathan's handling the carriage reins upsets her composure (376).
And she absolutely refuses to let him infringe upon her work.

On her

wedding night when she goes out to the dairy to help finish the day's
chores, her Negro workers (the most consistently reliable choral figures
in the novel) make some interesting observations:

'I declar, Miss Dorindy, you mought jes1 es
well not be mah'ed at all,' Nimrod remarked dolefully.
'Well, I won't let it interfere with my work.
No man is going to do that.'
Mary Joe bridled and giggled; for, being an
engaging Mulatto girl, she knew all that could be told
of the interference of men.
'Naw'm, dat dey ain't, nor
break yo' heart needer. Hit's a pity we ain't all ez
strong-minded ez you is.'
Dorinda laughed.
'Break my heart? I should
think not,' she replied. And she meant what she said
while she was saying it. One man had ruined her life;
but no other man should interfere with it. She was en
cased in wounded pride as in defensive armour.
One of the other milkers, a big black woman
named Saphira, smiled approvingly.
'Hi! Dat's moughty
sassy, Miss Dorindy,' she exclaimed, 'but it ain't natur'
(381-82).

Indeed, we are inclined to speculate among with Dorinda several years
later whether "any man less confirmed in humility than Nathan could have
stood her as a wife" (410).

There is, furthermore, more than a hint of

antipathy in Dorinda's treatment of Nathan's daughter Lena.
thinks of her stepdaughter in wholly negative terms:

Dorinda

as "pretty, vain,

empty-headed"; as "scheming, capricious, dangerously oversexed, and
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underworked . . . [with] a face like an infant Aphrodite, vacant but per
fect as the inside of a shell.
affection" (389, 393).

A deplorable waste of any good m a n ’s

She particularly sees her as "possess[ing] the

obstinacy peculiar to many weak-minded women" (403).

Obviously Dorinda

perceives in Lena the opposite of what she herself has become, and, as
might therefore be expected, her.reaction is unfavorable.

Her response to

the girl is nevertheless, as in her treatment of Nathan, at times exces
sive.
At the opposite extreme from her treatment of Lena is Dorinda's feel
ing for Nathan's son John Abner.

Throughout the final third of the novel,

not only does he become Dorinda's favorite companion but he-also evokes
her compassion and sympathy more consistently than any other character
(389-90, 403, 410, 419, 425, 427, 446, 461, 471, 493).

As we are told at

one point,

If he had been her own son he could not have been closer
to her; and his infirmity [a congenitally clubbed foot]
awakened the ardent compassion that love assumed in her
strong and rather arrogant nature (350).

Dorinda's pity for her crippled stepson represents another manifestation of
her masculine temperament; it is akin to the chivalrous sense of protection
that males have traditionally felt for those lacking physical strength.

In

this sense, John Abner is the perfect companion for Dorinda because he
offers her an outlet for her pent-up affection while at the same time allow
ing her to remain safely within a masculine role.
Aside from John Abner, the land provides Dorinda with the only other
outlet for her repressed emotions.

As Louis Auchincloss has observed, "The

central struggle in the story is between Dorinda and the soil. . . . "
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Granted.

But Dorinda's relationship to the land after returning to Ped

lar's Mill is, as I have already suggested, not entirely antagonistic.
In fact, although she is indeed forced to contend with "barren ground"
in reclaiming both Old Farm and Five Oaks, the land in turn represents
her only source of lasting consolation.

An affirmation made soon after

her father's death sums up nicely Dorinda's attitude in this regard:
'"Whatever I give, the farm will always be mine, ' she thought.
the way he felt.

'That was

The farm isn't human and it won't make you suffer.

Only human things break your heart'" (306).

Then, as if to underscore

the point, the narrator adds,

Kinship with the land was filtering through her blood
into her brain; and she knew that this transfigured
instinct was blended of pity, memory, and passion.
Dimly, she felt that only through this fresh emotion
could she attain permanent liberation of spirit (306).

The remainder of the narrative bears out this intuition.

At the

denouement Dorinda once more sees salvation in terms of an harmonious re
lationship to the land:

The spirit of the land was again flowing into her, and
her own spirit, strengthened and refreshed, was flowing
out again toward life. This was the permanent self she
knew. . . . 'Put your heart in the land,' old Matthew
had said to her.
'The land is the only thing that will
stand by you.' Yes, the land would stand by her. Her
eyes wandered from horizon to horizon. Again she felt
the quickening of that sympathy which was deeper than all
other emotions of her heart, which love had overcome only
for an hour and life had been powerless to conquer in the
end,— the living communion with the earth under her feet.
While the soil endured, while the seasons bloomed and
dropped, while the ancient, beneficent ritual of sowing
and reaping moved in the fields, she knew that she could
never despair of contentment (524-25).
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Sandwiched between these two epiphanies are, of course, Dorinda’s
gradual redemption of the two farms and a series of events— her mother's
death, her marriage to Nathan and then his heroic death in a train acci
dent, a world war, Jason's death— which leave her relatively unscathed.
She finds fulfillment in the land because, unlike the people who have
come and gone in her life, it is reliable, unchanging.

At fifty she

realized that ultimately the land had given her more comfort than "any
human relation" (470).
Beyond this superficial explanation of Dorinda's attraction to the
land, there is, it seems to me, a deeper reason— one more integral to our
discussion of role reversal.

As Annette Kolodny has established in her

provocative book, The Lay of the Land, the American landscape has for over
three hundred years been viewed in feminine terms, representing both the
nurturing mother and, paradoxically, the seductive lover.

In turn, as

Kolodny emphasizes throughout her study, any attempt at mastery over the
"land-as-woman" (her term) must be considered an act of masculine assertion— indeed, of sexual gratification.
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In this light, Dorinda's re

clamation of the land takes on new connotations; in short, it shows her
again performing an essentially masculine function.

We see this most

clearly in her regeneration of the second farm:

At Five Oaks, during those first seasons, she converted
her repressed energy into the work of destruction.
She
would watch the reclaiming of the waste places, the
burning of the broomsedge, the grubbing up of the pine
and sassafras, as if the fire and smoke were clearing
her life of its illusions. Her nightmare dream of
ploughing under the thistles was translated into the
actual event (413).
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This is masculine assertion with a vengeance.

And, although Dorinda's

assertion is not always portrayed in such aggressive terms, the re
ordering of the physical environment attendant upon her reclamation of the
two farms is an assertion nevertheless..

That Dorinda's active relation

ship to the land is essentially a sublimation of her erotic motives in
the creative work of farming would also seem to be supported by her
continued aversion to physical love (373, 400, 471-72).

In this sense,

she finds in the landscape what has been denied her in human relation
ships:

a lover.

Herein lies the difference between her earlier and her

later relationship to the land.

Whereas in her girlhood Dorinda had de

voted a passive and :unselfish love to nature, as anadult her relationship
to it becomes both active and self-serving. Such a

subtle integration of

the landscape into the novel’s thematic content gives an added dimension to
the agrarian (back-to-the-land)theme in what Alan W. Becker has already
called "the first profound study of the theme since Lanier's poetic treatment in the 1870s."
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Many critics have observed the unmistakable connection between Glasgow
and her heroine in Barren Ground.

Like Dorinda, Glasgow experienced an un

fortunate love affair in which she was ultimately betrayed— or at least felt
herself to be.

On Easter Sunday, 1916, she met Henry Anderson, a well-

known Richmond attorney, who for the next few years became the object of
her love, her admiration, and eventually her venom.
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The two became en

gaged in July, 1917, but were soon separated when Anderson was made a
colonel and sent to Rumania to head the Allied Red Cross effort in the
Balkans.

Glasgow developed a sense of betrayal when she realized that her

fiance was becoming infatuated with another woman, none other than lovely
Queen Marie of Rumania.

Anderson's letters became increasingly infrequent
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and less intimate; and Richmond gossip further fanned Glasgow's jealousy.
The episode's crisis came in October, 1917, when the Red Cross Commission
to the Balkans returned to the United States while Anderson remained in
Rumania.

By the time he finally returned to Richmond in June, 1918, the

relationship had suffered irreparable damage.

As Glasgow describes the

situation in The Woman Within (1954),

Whatever the reason, the harmony was ruffled. He could
talk of nothing but the Queen and occasionally, of the
Princess Ileana.
'And I said to her, "even though you
are royal, your Majesty, and I am not, I think I can
understand you."' Oh, well, I felt no interest in
Queens, especially in this queen, who seemed to be, as
Goethe remarked of the assassination of Julius Caesar,
not in good taste.^6

Although the engagement was never formally broken, it was politely ignored
-for the rest of both their lifetimes.

Anderson pursued a successful poli

tical career while Glasgow embarked upon what were to become her most
fruitful years as a writer, beginning, of course, with Barren Ground.
Glasgow's comments about her ill-fated affair with Anderson verify
its impact upon Barren Ground.

As she says in The Woman Within, " . . .

in after years, this whole episode exercised a profound influence over my
work."
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In a later passage from the same book, her remarks are more

specific,

After those intolerable years, all my best work was to
come. They gave me, when they had passed, a deeper source
of creation, a more penetrating insight into experience, a
truer knowledge of what the human heart can endure without
breaking. Beneath dead and dying illusions, Barren Ground
was taking form and substance in my imagination.28
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And it is surely of the Anderson affair and its aftermath that Glasgow is
referring when, in a letter to Signe Toksvig, she writes of Barren Ground,
"That book was torn out of myself, and it was written in one of those
blessed pauses that fall between the ’dark wood’ of the soul and the light
on the horizon."
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Furthermore, Glasgow's statements concerning Dorinda

herself also invite a strong biographical identification.

As she tells

us in A Certain Measure (1943), "What I saw, as my novel unfolded, was a
complete reversal of a classic situation.

For once, in Southern Fiction,

the betrayed woman would become the victor instead of the victim."
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Even more telling is the following description by Glasgow of the evolution
of her heroine:

It was ten years since I had first seen Dorinda in a
fleeting glance, as a figure or a landscape is looked
on, and then lost, from a train or a motor car. But,
in all that time, she had continued to live on in some
preserving atmosphere of the imagination. . . . Every
novelist is familiar with the potential energy that re
sides in imaginary persons, and with the way these per
sons rebel and follow their own courses when they are
banished for long periods to the unlit places of memory.
So I discovered, presently, that Dorinda was not the
woman I believed her to be when I first saw her. Though
her name had not altered, she herself had grown more
substantial and more human. In those ten years, which
had washed over me as the tide washes over a beach, 1
found that we had changed and developed together. We
were connected, or so it seemed, by .a living nerve. I
knew the look in her face, the tone of her voice, the
high carriage of her head, the swift gestures that
obeyed a thought or an impulse. I knew, also, the open
country of her mind and the secret labyrinth of her un
conscious motives. There was never the slightest hesi
tation in my handling of her speech or her behavior. I
was aware, through some sympathetic insight, of what she
would say or do in any circumstance. From the beginning
^
to the end, she breathed in my mind the air of probability.

Glasgow had no trouble determining Dorinda’s words and actions, one might
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argue, because they are— albeit unconsciously— her own.

Dorinda becomes,

in this sense, as Monique Parent Frazee has argued, not only Glasgow’s
fictional child, as it were, but also, in essence, ’’her alter ego."
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Because it represented a catharsis of sorts for Glasgow, Barren Ground
always held a special place in her memory.

As Frazee emphasizes, "Be

cause she had poured out there her own suffering, because she finally
liberated in it her anguish, Barren Ground remained her favorite novel."
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References to the novel throughout her letters show that her preference
for it never waned:

"a book in which I believe"; "the best book I have

written"; "the one of my books I like best."
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Her remarks in the 1933

preface to the Virginia edition of the novel come closest to accounting
for the peculiar attraction that Barren Ground always held for its author;
it is here that Glasgow, after calling the novel "a vehicle of liberation,"
explains,

After years of tragedy and the sense of defeat that
tragedy breeds in the mind, I had won my way to the
other side of the wilderness, and had discovered,
with astonishment, that I was another and very dif
ferent person.^

Or, as she puts it even more simply in The Woman Within, "I wrote Barren
Ground, and immediately I knew I had found myself."
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Barren Ground, then, represented a turning point in Glasgow's career.
All of her best novels, with perhaps the exception of Virginia, come after
its composition.

With the writing of this book, in other words, Glasgow

had matured not only as a person but as an artist.
marks ,

As she herself re
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. . . when I began Barren Ground, I knew I had found a
code of living that was sufficient for life or for death.
It was a matter so purely personal that I was never able
to formulate it, explicitly.37

Glasgow’s "code of living" is, however, implicit in Barren Ground, for it
is indeed the philosophy of living embraced by Dorinda after she is be
trayed.

This "implicit philosophy," as Glasgow tells us in A Certain

Measure, "may be summed up in a phrase:

one may learn to live, one may

even learn to live gallantly, without delight."
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An awareness of pre

cisely what Glasgow wishes to convey by this statement is fundamental to
an understanding of Dorinda Oakley and, ultimately, of her potential
significance to feminists.

For one "to live gallantly, without delight"

is for one to live stoically, and it is unquestionably a stoic philosophy
that Glasgow is advocating here.

It is the kind of philosophy that, as her

own statements suggest, she embraced after her unhappy affair with Henry
Anderson.

It is in essence another way of saying that a woman’s life need

not involve romantic love and sexual passion to be worthwhile, that there
are other opportunities available for the achievement of "liberation of
personality."

Dorinda’s alternative turns out to be success in the con

ventionally masculine profession of farming; Glasgow's alternative hap
pened to be writing novels like Barren Ground.

Since 1913, with her two

statements on feminism and the publication of Virginia, Glasgow had been
supporting a similar viewpoint.

In debunking the ideal of the "Womanly

Woman," she challenged among other stereotypes the notion that a woman’s
existence should be based solely upon love for and dependence on the male.
Virginia’s tragedy is that she never realizes the futility of such sacri
fice; Gabriella’s triumph is that she does.

And, although Gabriella ul

timately welcomes both love and marriage, it is only after she has proven
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her ability to do without either.
Glasgow did not afford Dorinda the same opportunity for happiness
through love probably because she no longer felt capable of doing so after
her disillusioning experience with Anderson.

Instead, she engaged in a

vicarious justification of herself by having "the betrayed woman . . .
become the victor instead of the victim"; and, in doing so, she left all
possibility of redeeming love out of the picture.

At this point in her

life, Glasgow wished to have nothing more to do with love.

As she puts

it in The Woman Within, "If falling in love could be bliss, I discovered,
presently, that falling out of love could be blissful tranquility."
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If

one continues to pursue the biographical connection between author and
heroine, however, one suspects that the matter was not so easily resolved
as Glasgow would have us believe.

As I have already pointed out, no matter

how persistently Dorinda tries to convince herself she is never entirely
free of the effects of Jason.

Throughout the final sections of the novel,

memories of him return repeatedly to haunt her (204, 227, 244-45, 252, 354,
369, 383, 420-21, 434, 514).

And at numerous points throughout these same

sections she feels a void in her life from the loss of love (228, 250,
340-41, 357, 519-24).

This more unrewarding side to Dorinda’s role re

versal raises some interesting problems concerning her relevance to femi
nism.

Most significantly, it would seem to suggest to other women that the

price to be paid for. assuming traditionally masculine qualities is emotional
deadness, insensitivity, frigidity— indeed, a denial of part of one’s own
nature.

But this would only be true if Dorinda’s emotional barrenness

were actually a result of her role reversal and not, as I believe, if both
the barrenness and the reversal were born of the same root.
The more unnatural aspects of Dorinda's character.are unmistakable.
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Glasgow leaves little doubt about her almost neurotic aversion to physi
cal love and the concomitant repression of her erotic nature.

Doctor

Faraday diagnoses it from a medical standpoint (237); Dorinda's Negro
workers recognize it with their elemental wisdom (381-82); and Dorinda
observes it quite candidly from a personal standpoint:

Her revulsion from the physical aspect of love was a
matter of the nerves, she knew, for more than two
years under the roof of a great surgeon [Doctor Fara
day] had taught her something deeper than the patter
of science. Yet, though her shrinking was of the
nerves only, it was none the less real (249-50).

A revulsion of this type is certainly not to be considered normal, healthy
behavior; it can in fact be considered an emotional disorder.

It is, how

ever, a reaction that one might expect of an individual traumatized in her
early twenties.

Dorinda had, after all, been seduced, abandoned, and

forced to suffer a miscarriage— all for surrendering her body to Jason.
That she reacts to the other extreme of frigid disdain after being thus
wounded is, from her perspective, merely self-defense, self-preservation.
This accounts for Dorinda's relief at having "finished with all that sort
of thing."

Romantic and sexual love had all but destroyed her life in its

youth; she therefore no longer feels capable of risking such love again,
even though she remains attractive to men as different as clown-like Nathan
and bull-like Bob Ellgood.

"'Three months of love,1" Dorinda thinks at

one point, '"and you pay for it with the rest of your life'" (412).

This

attitude also explains the peculiar attraction that the land holds for
Dorinda.

As an impersonal object, the land offers no risk of retribution;

consequently, it represents, from Dorinda's perspective, an ideal lover.
"To the land," she thinks at another point, "she had given her mind and her
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heart with an abandonment that she had found disastrous in any human rela
tion.

’I may have missed something, but I ’ve gained more . . . and what

I ’ve gained nobody can take away from me'" (471).

Moreover, the emotional

deadness so strongly emphasized throughout the novel’s final sections has
its origin in the same psychic scars which lead Dorinda away from human
love to love for the land.
Yet if Dorinda’s role reversal develops in response to her necessary
withdrawal from romantic and sexual love it should not be confused with it.
Otherwise, her story would hold little significance for most women— indeed,
for any woman who had not been left seduced, pregnant, and abandoned.

The

reversal does not in fact cause her aversion to love, either romantic or
erotic; nor does it bring on her emotional deadness.
had already done this damage.

The affair with Jason

Granted, Dorinda’s reversal of roles is in

part a defense mechanism by which she avoids further romantic encounters,
and it is therefore initially at least a method of survival.

However, we

should not let this aspect of the reversal obscure our discrimination of
the larger issue involved, for if Dorinda’s role reversal begins as a sur
vival mechanism it soon transcends this limited function in becoming a
means for "liberation of personality."

What the reversal primarily brings

about is a redirection of Dorinda’s life into a meaningful and productive
pattern.

By assuming traits which have traditionally been reserved for

males, she in turn achieves the kind of success which has traditionally been
reserved for males.

Through hard work and determination, she achieves

independence, self-sufficiency, and self-respect— an accomplishment that
would have been denied her had she remained passively within a feminine
role.

Furthermore, she finds the satisfaction of total dedication to

an occupation that has generally been afforded only to males.
Stuart P. Sherman, an early reviewer of the novel, came closest

Perhaps
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to understanding this aspect of Dorinda’s character when he wrote, "Men
who arerealistic enough to admit that they

could live without their

wives but not without their work are likely to find in Dorinda a fine sort
of heroine."

40

Her successful role reversal thus realizes a premonition

that she had had before leaving Pedlar's Mill:

Deep down in her, beneath the rough texture of experience,
her essential self was superior to her folly and ignorance,
was superior even to the conspiracy of circumstances which
hemmed her in. And she felt that in a little while this
essential self would reassert its power and triumph over
disaster,(184).

This presentiment, along with the corollary that Dorinda soon adds
to it— "There was no help outside herself" (187)— foreshadows the great
emphasis on independence, pride, selfhood ("that thin clear flame that was
herself" [445]) that we encounter throughout the remainder of the novel.
What is most significant about the achievement of these apparently valuable
qualities is that they are enhanced by a reversal of sexual roles, that
Dorinda’s "liberation of spirit" (306) frees her personality for the
development of characteristics which have been normally suppressed in
women.

The argument implicit in such a pattern of occurrences is, it

seems to me, that Dorinda was potentially capable of these qualities all
along, but that her feminine role— the role to which society would confine
her— had previously stifled them.

Dorinda’s "essential self," in other

words, had always contained the qualities requisite for successful inde
pendence in a competitive society, but only through a reversal of roles
did these qualities find expression.

It is upon this basis that we can

establish Dorinda Oakley’s relevance to feminism.
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Glasgow certainly considered her heroine to have significance for
other women.

In fact, her comments in the preface to the Virginia edi

tion of the novel suggest that she felt Barren Ground to have significance
not only for women but also for men as well:

But Dorinda, though she had been close to me ten years
before I began her story, is universal. She exists
wherever a human being has learned to live without joy,
wherever the spirit of fortitude has triumphed over the
sense of futility. The book is hers; and all the themes,
episodes, and impressions are blended with the one domi
nant meaning that character is fate. Blended by life, not
imposed by the novel. Though I wrote always toward an end
that I saw . . . Dorinda was free, while the theme was
still undeveloped, to grow, to change, to work out her own
destiny. From many parts of the world she has written to
me; from Scotland, from Germany, from Australia, from
South Africa, and at least once from China.

Dorinda's story has particular meaning for women, though, because what she
achieves in her triumph over futility— independence, self-sufficiency,
emancipation— have always been within the grasp of men, whereas for women
they have traditionally been all but inconceivable goals.

Like

Susan

Treadwell Pendleton and Gabriella Carr, Dorinda Oakley shows persuasively
that there are more opportunities open to women than society has been wont
to grant them, that is, if they are willing to exchange such characteris
tics as passivity and dependence for the more rewarding characteristics of
assertiveness and self-sufficiency.

Glasgow is not saying that women

should begin imitating men if they wish to survive and flourish.

She is

saying, instead, that women should begin to utilize their capacity for
assuming traits that have traditionally been denied them— traits which can
broaden their opportunities and thereby enrich their lives.

In her stoic

way, Dorinda achieves such a liberation from social limitations; and,
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although her life is permanently blunted by an early traumatic experience,
it is still made one of satisfaction and achievement through a reversal of
roles.

Critics of the novel, while pointing out the obvious inadequacies

.
42
in Dorinda s sexual and emotional nature,
might at least recognize her
significance in the reevaluation of traditional sexual roles.
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